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and, in their case, the best equipment was French! Another argu*
ment tells against teaching modern languages at all. If with all the
prestige of French, with all the advantages of experienced teachers^
preponderance of university chairs and other academic advantages*
so bad a job is made of teaching French as Ptrofcssor Peers asserts^
Why should we expect better results from the teaching of languages
like Italian, Russian, Spanish^ for whose study such inadequate
provision is now made? It may be that a speaking smattering of
German is more easily acquired than a speaking smattering of
French, but a competent reading knowledge of German is less easily
acquired. So unless we assume that the aim of linguistic teaching in
schools is a speaking knowledge of the language, we are back where
we were. Boys and girls will learn to speak a foreign tongue if they
are made to aim at that seriously. And it may be that more attention
should be paid to spoken French or spoken German, but that is
another story. Before we abandon French on these grounds, we
should have to have proof that by some miracle, the stout English
refusal to make a fool of oneself speaking a foreign tongue is going
to be changed into a German or Polish willingness to learn by speak-
ing, merely by making the victim language Italian or Russian.
That the old predominance of French is gone and that it is no
longer a lingua franca must be admitted. But it has to a great and
probably increasing degree been replaced in that role by English
(or American), and a little attention to clear English enunciation,
some elementary grounding in phonetics, would be a better invest-
ment of the time of the mythical strayed reveller in Stockholm,
Shanghai or even Buenos Aires than any other European language
except that of the country concerned.
The argument with which Professor Peers concludes his article
is of a kind that it would be a meiosis to describe as "tactless." If it
was silly of the educationist of the last war to base the claims of
French on the great role of the French in the alliance against
Germany, it is surely rash of a champion of Italian, German and
Spanish to stress the fact that many Frenchmen in the summer of
1940 (like many Americans, Russians and others) thought that the
British chicken's neck was about to be wrung. For the Italian and
German Governments were the self-appointed wringers and the
Spanish Government a benevolent onlooker while the operation
was attempted. I do not forget that nations are not always fairly